[Review of] Harold A. McDougall, Black Baltimore: A New Theory of Community, and W. Edward Orser, Blockbusting in Baltimore: The Edmondson Village Story by Conyers, James L., Jr.
Book Reviews 
Review Essay 
Harold A. McDougall .  Black Baltimore: A New Theory of Community. 
( P h i ladelphia,  PA : Tem ple Univers ity Press ,  1 993) 244 pp. ,  $ 1 5.00 
softbound.  And, W. Edward Orser. Blockbusting in Baltimore: The 
Edmondson Village Story. (Lexington , KY: University Press of Ken­
tucky, 1 994) 241 pp. ,  $39.95 hardbound. 
This essay seeks to make a comparative review of two books : 
1 )  Haro ld A. McDouga l l 's ,  Black Baltimore: A New Theory of Commu­
nity; a n d  2) W. Edward O rs e r 's , Blockbusting in Baltimore:  The 
Edmondson ViI/age Story. The method of p roced u re used i n  th is  review 
essay wi l l  descr ibe and evaluate the organ izat ional  structu re of the books 
in a th ree-fo ld manner :  1 )  summary of the texts ;  2) use of o ra l  h istory i n  
the texts;  a n d  3 )  contr ibut ion of books t o  o ra l  h i story l i teratu re a n d  con­
c lus ion ,  d raw ing  upon common themes between the two books. 
S u m mary 
In read ing  Black Baltimore by McDouga l l ,  I found the book to be 
pro l if ic ,  offer ing  an alte rnat ive ep istemology to conduct ing  commun ity 
stud i es .  The  cen t ra l  t heme of t h i s  book  focuses  o n  t he  concept  
"Balt imore 's B lack Vernacu lar  Commun ity." The autho r refe rs to B lack 
Vernacu lar  Cu lt u re as ,  "Sty les of speech ,  techn iques fo r bu i l d i ng  re la­
t ionsh ips ,  and modes of network ing"  (McDouga l l ,  p .  2) . 
Equa l ly  important ,  the sub-tit le ,  New Theory of Community, i n ­
corporates and  supp leme nts the  essential funct ion o f  cu l ture to  th i s  study. 
I ndeed , cu l tu re is a pr imary var iable i n  th is  book that p rovides a p ri sm to 
examine the ethos,  mythology, h isto ry, and motifs of Af r ican Americans 
i n  Balt imore ,  f rom the t u rn of the n i neteenth cent u ry up  to the 1 980s . 
Consequently, the relevance of cu lture is often t imes underscored 
in descri b i ng  and eva l uat ing  the Afr ican American exper ience:  thus ,  
McDougall counters this point effectively, and creates a paradigm that locates 
Blacks in Baltimore from within their own human and h istorical experie nces.  
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The author's use of oral h i stor iography provides an overview of 
Afr ican Ame rican m i g rat ion to Balt imore .  Th is  overview produces a con­
text to exp lore the nature ,  cause and consequence of  Af r ican Amer i ­
cans su rviva l -advancement i n  Balt imore .  Perhaps, McDougal l 's q uest 
i s  to i l l ustrate s ig n-posts that commun icate an i ncent ive of reaff i rmat ion 
for Af r ican American self-he lp .  From th is  h istor ical overview, the author  
po i nts out cons istent patterns of advers ity and strugg le  encou ntered by 
Afr ican Americans i n  the i r  attempt to locate a n iche with i n  the economic ,  
po l i t ica l ,  soc ia l ,  and pub l ic  sphere of  Balt imore .  
Although B lacks were confronted with inst i tut ional and i nd iv idu ­
a ls  rac ism ,  they were i ndomitable and cons istent ly ag itated fo r  j u st ice 
and equal ity. Another example the author points out is that African Ameri ­
cans th roug hout h isto ry have t ransformed and t ranscended the po l i t i ­
ca l  and  soc ia l  spheres of  Ba lt imore :  adopt i ng  ideo log ies  such  as 
D u Bo is ian  o r  Wash ington ism schoo ls  of  thought  (e . g . ,  l i be ra l  ve rsus  
conservat ive socia l  and pol i t ical  thoug ht) . Neve rthe less ,  themes such  
as sel f- he lp ,  co l lective-consc iousness ,  and socia l  respons i b i l ity we re 
cons istent ly ag itated with i n  the Afr ican Ame rican commun ity, regard ­
l ess  o f  whatever ideology emp loyed .  The  objective remained common 
"up l iftment o f  the  race . "  
McDouga l l  c rit ica l ly  and i n  deta i l  exami nes the evo lut ion and 
format ion of  B lack commun it ies i n  Balt imore ,  f rom the status of  func­
t iona l  to dysfunct ional  commun it ies .  S ign if icantly, th roughout th is  book 
McDouga l l  q ueries the stab i l ity of B lack leadersh ip and the co l lectivity of  
the Black masses i n  Balt imore to recogn ize a cu l tural , pol i t ical , eco­
nomic ,  and social mandate. 
Blockbusting Baltimore i s  an extremely val uable resou rce con­
cern i ng  organ izat ion structure and format ion o f  commun ity-ora l  h isto r io­
g raph ic  stud ies .  W i l l iam Orser descr ibes th is book as "a h istor ical study 
of rac ia l  change i n  the Edmondson V i l lage ." The t ime per iod exami ned 
is  1 9 1 0-1 980. Paradoxical ly, the emphas is of  th is  study is d rawn on  1 955-
1 965;  this pe riod accumu lates wh ites leav ing Edmondson V i l lage and 
Afr ican Americans taki ng  up occu pancy in this commun ity. I ndeed,  the 
latte r is  a pe riod of  p rotest and c iv i l  r ig hts i n  American h istory. 
The author queries a rt icu lat ions of the "mood , fee l i ngs ,  and re­
act ion"  of Afr ican American and E u ro-Ame rican migrants existence and 
f l i gh t  f rom the Edmondson V i l lage.  Equa l ly important, Orser  defi nes 
B lockbust ing  as " i ntent iona l  act ion of a rea l  estate operative to sett le an 
Afr ican American household i n  an a l l -wh ite ne ighborhood for the p u r­
pose of p rovok ing wh ite f l i ght i n  order  to make excessive p rofits by buy­
ing low from those who f led and se l l i ng  h igh to those who sought access 
to new hous ing opportu n it ies" (Orser, p. 4) . 
Orser throughout the book conS istently addresses the unresolved 
issues concern i ng  i nst itut iona l  and ind iv idual  rac ism in Balt imore ,  as it 
affected hous ing ,  economics ,  po l i t ics,  and social l ife . I ron ical ly, in order 
1 1 8  
Book Reviews 
for b lockbust ing  to exist in Balt imore ,  convent ional  wisdom of system­
at ic subord inat ion wou ld  have to be emp loyed to insu re the c reat ion and 
consequence of  subo rd inate g roup  status .  The author effect ive ly shows 
patterns of t h i s  d i l emma in the  text . He adds that the  evol ut ion of 
Edmondson V i l lage u n iq ueness was c reated by h istor iog raph ic context , 
which eventua l ly supported the concept of b lockbust i ng .  
Use o f  Oral H i story 
McDouga l l 's use of o ra l  h i story in Black Baltimore i s  extremely 
effect ive. Select ion of resource personne l  i s  ba lanced and rep resents 
African Ame ricans across a spect rum of c lass leve ls .  Fo r example ,  the 
i nterview conducted with W i l l iam M u rp hy, S r. ,  p rov ided an  abundance 
of ora l  h i storiog raphy conce rn i ng  economics ,  po l i t ics , and social c lass 
of the Af r ican Ame r ican co mmun ity in Ba l t i more .  As an  aside,  the 
M u rphy's are sti l l  cons idered an affl uent Af r ican American fami ly  i n  Bal­
t imore today. Other  in terv iews we re equa l ly i mportant and represented 
personnel from Black rel ig ious,  f raterna l ,  pol it ica l ,  and social  organ izations.  
Altogether, McDougal l  has exh ibited an alternative knowledge base i n  con­
ducting commun ity studies, use of oral h istory, and present ing crit ical query 
for the development and advancement of African Americans. 
Blockbusting Baltimore uses an abundance of ora l  h istory. Orser 
points out i n  the p reface that th is study is based on t h i rty o ra l  h isto ry 
interviews conducted over a ten year  per iod . The personne l  cons isted 
of B lack and Wh ite res idents of Edmondson V i l lage. Such in-depth analy­
sis and use of o ra l  h istoriography p rovides a pr ism to descr ibe and eva lu­
ate the h u man exper ience i n  th is  commun ity f rom a "shared authority." 
Col lect ive ly, the use of o ra l  h i sto ry i n  both books is  effect ive and i l l us­
trates appl ied research  and analyt ical  too ls  for research  and writ i ng  in  
theory, memory and methodology i n  o ra l  h i sto ry. 
Contribution to Oral H i story/Conclusion 
Fina l ly, the two books reviewed i n  th is  essay make a s ign if icant 
contr ibut ion to the l i teratu re and i nte l lectua l  study of o ra l  h istor iography. 
I n  genera l ,  the authors are successfu l  i n  p rovid i ng  new mate ria l ,  new 
knowledge and new mean ings  for i nte rp ret i ng  commun ity stud ies .  Even 
more important ,  McDouga l l  and Orser  i nd icate the i r  i nterest and social 
i nteract ion i n  Balt i more :  therefore , th is po int i s  re lat ive in locati ng  the i r  
i nterpretat ive-analys is about  cu l tu re ,  soc ia l  and h isto r ical i nteract ion of 
B lack and Wh ite res idents of Balt imore .  
F u rthe rmore ,  the authors '  d raw u pon common themes o f  mu l ­
t i p l e  art icu lat ions that locate issues such as cu l tu re ,  race ,  ethn ic  ident i ty, 
c lass,  ed ucation ,  and socia l  strat i f icat ion  w it h i n  th is  study. S imp ly  put ,  
f rom read ing  both books , I was cha l lenged to answer two q uest ions :  1 )  
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How am I i nteg rat i ng  th i s  i nfo rmat ion i nto my knowledge base; and 2) 
Where does d ia logue beg i n  in examin i ng  race re lat ions when g roups 
view real ity d iffe rent ly? Overa l l  the two authors '  attempts to c ri t ica l ly 
d i scuss these issues is  effect ive and p rovides me with a re- i ntegrative 
facto r i n  putt ing  together  ongo ing analys is  of new knowledge and con­
sc iousness.  
James L.  Conyers 
The Un ive rs ity of Nebraska at Omaha 
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Eve Harris (Director and P roducer).  Secret Jews of the H i s panic  
Southwest. Eve H arris,  568 1 2th Avenue,  Apt. A,  San Franc i sco,  
CA 941 1 8 ; (41 5-387-7934) . 1 /2" V H S  vi deocassette, 1 8 : 09 m i n utes . 
1 995.  $20.00 ( inc l udes s h i p p i n g  and handl ing) .  
Althoug h th i s  f i lm i s  short ,  i t  i s  sweet to the eyes and ears .  The 
sto ry is  b r ief and may appear s imp le ,  but its ram if icat ions are extens ive, 
reach ing  back i nto the d i stant past and extend ing  from the present i nto 
the futu re regard i ng  complex matte rs of ethn ic ity and ethn ic  ident i t ies .  
The mate r ia l  is part icu larly s i gn if icant to those i nvolved i n  H ispan ic and 
Judaic stud ies.  Beyond those areas , however, the data p resent some 
cha l lenges to def i n it ions of  ethn ic ity, the perceived longevity of  certa i n  
g roup  and i nd iv idua l  eth n ic ident i t ies ,  and ou r  knowledge o f  the p ro­
cesses of cu l ture change .  
As imp l ied i n  the t i t le  of  the f i lm ,  Harr is i s  explor i ng  i nd iv idua l  
and fami ly  ident i t ies that are ,  o r  have been u nt i l  recently, he ld  i n  secret. 
Th is  s i tuat ion ,  of cou rse ,  sets some serious methodological  l i mits to as 
f u l l  an examinat ion as one wou ld  be able to cond uct, fo r example ,  on 
H i spanics ,  Amer ican I nd ians ,  Afr ican Amer ican ,  Latv ian Amer icans,  o r  
Jews who  are not t ry ing to  conceal the i r  ident i t ies.  The  c i rcumstances 
also g ive r ise to some controvers ies ,  often b itter, especia l ly among ce r­
ta i n Jewish scholars who essent ia l ly  deny that sec ret Jews cou ld  ex ist i n  
t h e  American southwest. I n  some q uarters, t h e  i nvest igat ion o f  such a 
possibi l ity is almost taboo. On the other  hand, the l iteratu re on secret Jews 
(also referred to as H idden Jews , Crypto-Jews , or Marranos) in Spain ,  
Portugal and  Lat in  America is  fai rly extens ive. Crypto-Judaism has con­
t inued to some deg ree i n  those areas and today ind iv iduals in consider­
able numbers are coming out of the i r  c landest ine closets . Is it imposs ib le 
that s imi lar processes are occu rring today i n  the American southwest? 
Despite these l im itations ,  Harris g ives a fascinat ing g l impse into 
th is quest ion. With fund ing from the Tucson/Pima Arts Counc i l  and the 
Tucson Commun ity Cable Corporat ion ,  she i nterviews fou r  i nformants who 
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